Aristotle's standard of excellence establishes an object as "good" when it possesses to the highest degree possible those characteristics which distinguish its kind from all others. By this test the new Rubens, Atalanta and Meleager, bought by the Museum last winter, so fully and vividly imbued with all that is implied by the phrase "a Rubens," is a very good example indeed of that painter's work. Glowing color, richly ample forms, smooth, bright expanses of enticing flesh, the sheen of healthy hair, and the moist brightness of lively eyes and lips are all here, plus a wealth of variety in textures of furs and silks and metals and romantic drama in the contrast of shadowy blue background, which serves as foil for the shining gleam that spotlights the main actors.
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To admirers of Rubens who know only his mature and late works, there is in the earliest paintings, especially those made in Italy or just after his return to the Netherlands, a shocking brutality and coarseness. The color, lacking the later harmonies and nuances, seems to them too raw, and the timbre of his lush and vigorous utterance strikes them as raucous. But even in the earliest works, such as the portrait of the younger Vincenzo Gonzaga in the Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna, a fragment cut from the altarpiece of the Gonzaga family, Rubens has already apprehended the mystery of living beings, and the dark-haired boy is delineated with all the essential conviction of life that we find in any of Rubens's great later works.
In perhaps no other artist is there, as in Rubens, so great a consistency from first to last -or rather let us say, few others expressed so early in their careers a single urge which was to distinguish and dominate their entire oeuvre. An early Madonna by Titian, still redolent of the poetry and lyricism of Giorgione and Giovanni Bellini, gives little hint of the direction his noble, civilized talent was ultimately to take; a Rembrandt of the thirties, sparkling and rich, might have led us to predict greatness for its author, but it would have been difficult to prophesy from it that this greatness in maturity would produce the wonderful and awful self-portraits of the sixties. With Rubens, however, running the danger of over-simplification, one might say that life itself and all the manifestations of life came first, and his development, through a long and admittedly complex series of changes and phases, was actually a process of increase, of deepening and enrichment, with never a loss in this primary, essential quality of vitality. 
